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I've been complaining for years that Democrats are outsourcing too much of their 
thinking to “the groups.” And thanks to post-election commentaries from Adam 
Jentleson and Ezra Klein, this idea has now entered mainstream political discourse, 


where it has, naturally, encountered pushback. 


For example, what about some other group that the left doesn’t like? Why isn’t that 
“the groups?” And how can something really be the fault of “the groups” when 
actually it’s politicians and elected officials who make decisions? I’ve also gotten 
questions for years from Slow Boring readers about what, exactly, the power of “the 


groups’ is and why it matters what they think. 


I think it’s worth trying to address these questions, and the best way to start is with 


two examples. 


First, during the Trump/Biden transition, I was talking to a then-aide to Chuck 
Schumer about Democrats’ legislative agenda. He was giving me a list of ambitious 


but-achievable goals and conceded that comprehensive immigration reform may nc 
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and a path to citizenship — but if Schumer was prepared to privately concede that t 


comprehensive path is dead, why not embrace standalone changes? 
“Well,” he said, “it depends what the groups think.” 


Years later, it’s now the Biden/Trump transition, and I’m talking to a different form 
Schumer aide about a version of permitting reform that Joe Manchin negotiated wi 
some Republicans in 2022. He says Schumer and Pelosi wanted to do it, “but the em 


groups killed it.” 


I mention these anecdotes just to illustrate that this business about “the groups” isı 
something that Jentleson (formerly John Fetterman’s chief of staff and before that, « 
of Harry Reid’s top advisors) and I made up one day. This is how Democrats on Cap 
Hill talk. You don’t necessarily need to identity individual “enviro groups” unless tk 
groups are divided. I didn’t ask which immigration groups specifically the former a 
was talking about; he was talking about “the groups,” and the groups in this sense a 
more or less, by definition, progressive advocacy groups. Not that those are the onl 
entities that one could call “groups” — there are, of course, lots of different 
organizations in DC. But the phrase is meant to indicate the advocacy groups that 
together constitute the progressive coalition. There are also business lobbies and st 
few bipartisan single-issue groups, and they matter. But they are different, and they 


matter in different ways. 


The veal pen 


To understand the role and stature of the groups in Biden-era Washington, it’s wort 


reading some of the old articles about Obama-era Washington and “the veal pen.” 


This was progressive blogger Jane Hamsher’s derisive term for a “tightly-managed 

coalition of Democratic groups centered financially around the Democracy Allianc: 
and organizationally around the Center for American Progress, both in turn creatio 
of the left in exile in the Bush years.” These groups had standing calls and meetings 


with members of the Obama administration. And their funders, the Democracy 
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Alliance donor circle, were also major donors to Barack Obama and to Democratic 
Party candidates. The purpose of these coordinating calls and meetings was for the 
groups to speak their mind and get access to the White House and feel included in 
process. But really the purpose was for the White House to tell the groups what it 
wanted them to say. The role of the groups was to try to generate positive press 
coverage for the administration, to sell progressives on the merits and necessity of 
compromises the administration made, and to create an “echo chamber” that 


amplified the administration’s messages. 


Whenever you hear progressives argue that Democrats’ real problems aren’t 
ideological or issue-oriented, that it’s all about messaging mechanics and media 
strategy, keep in mind that the Obama administration had this very effective 


messaging apparatus. 
And veal pen was not a term of endearment. 


Hamsher’s point was that the groups were tame, docile, held hostage by the access ; 
appearance of influence. Leftists would complain about the “neoliberal money” tha 
kept the veal pen in operation. And when Ari Berman profiled Jim Messina’s work : 
the White House’s point person for managing the veal pen, it was titled “Jim Messi 
Obama’s Enforcer: The president’s re-election campaign manager has alienated 
grassroots constituencies.’ Berman’s piece includes an anecdote about how when 
Obama invited Rick Warren to deliver the invocation at his inauguration, Joe 
Solmonese of the Human Rights Campaign wrote an op-ed complaining about it in 
Washington Post. “After reading the op-ed,” Berman reports, “Messina sternly 
rebuked Solmonese during a meeting at the White House,” and “from then on, HRC 


the consternation of other gay rights groups, toed the administration line.” 


That’s how the veal pen worked. Obama couldn’t stop gay rights groups from 
complaining about him. But HRC was the group in good graces with the 
administration, it had the most money, and it toed the line. If you were an Obama 


supporter who cared about gay rights, HRC was the organization to support, and in 
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turn, HRC’s role was to help Obama, not undermine him. The Berman article quote 
other activists complaining about how slow Obama was to publicly prioritize Don’t 
Ask Don’t Tell repeal. But the punchline is that the White House and HRC got this 
done in the lame duck after the 2010 midterms — it was an early and instructive 


example of Secret Congress. 


Progressive writers and intellectuals did not like the veal pen. But for a while, the v 


pen worked pretty well. 


The veal pen achieved DADT and got two Supreme Court justices confirmed, and t! 
would later help deliver marriage equality. The veal pen got the Affordable Care Ac 
and Dodd-Frank and a stimulus bill. And the veal pen got Obama re-elected. 


People often claim to not believe that message discipline from nonprofit advocacy 
groups is possible, but I know it’s possible because I was there. Each organization I 
its own donors, but broadly speaking, major progressive advocacy organizations we 
funded by an overlapping set of individuals and foundations who also funded 
Democratic Party candidates. They coordinated their work, and the organizations t 
funded coordinated with each other. This is a free country, and anyone, of course, cı 
operate outside the veal pen, and plenty of people did. But if you wanted to be on tk 


team, you had to be a team player. 


The limits of progress 


Things got tougher in Obama’s second term. House Democratic candidates won 


roughly 1.3 million more votes than House Republicans, but 33 fewer seats. 


Obama was still president and still could (and did) do stuff, but the road to policy 
progress was much narrower. The classic veal pen argument was that the way to en: 
the most policy change was to get to 60 votes in the Senate, which meant that there 
was no actual tradeoff between progressive policies and the moderate policies that 
Olympia Snowe and Mary Landrieu agreed with — the way to shift policy to the lef 
was to do things that Snowe and Landrieu agreed with. Lots of people hated that 
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argument, but plenty of people in the institutionalized progressive advocacy 
community bought it. When Democrats lost the House in the midterms, the argum: 


was that the road forward was to win in 2012. 


Then they did win in 2012, but Republicans still had the House, and the great hope: 
a bipartisan comprehensive immigration reform bill. A sizable minority of 

Republicans favored this. A “Gang of 8” negotiated a deal, and it passed the Senate 
with a huge majority. Most people felt that it would pass the House if it came up fo: 


vote, but John Boehner refused to hold a vote, so it died. 
And in a sense, the veal pen died with it. 


With major progressive priorities dead in Congress, the administration’s priorities 
shifted in two directions. One was bipartisan dealmaking over things like the Trans 
Pacific Partnership (and the Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership), whe! 
Obama just had moderate ideas that lots of Republicans agreed with. The other wa: 
the prospect of executive action to do things like kill the Keystone XL pipeline, give 
broad swathes of the undocumented population protection from deportation, or eve 
sweeping new regulation of greenhouse gas emissions through what became knowr 


the Clean Power Plan. 


Veal pen or no veal pen, progressive groups just weren't going to back the TPP, whi 


annoyed the White House but they could live with that. 
Where basic veal pen logic broke down, though, was over executive action. 


Since Obama wasn’t trying to legislate, the dual logic of “we sort of agree with you 
also we need to get Blanche Lincoln’s vote” didn’t work. It was more like “should w 
stick with the ‘all of the above’ energy message that got us re-elected or should we ¢ 


what the activists want?” 


5 of 11 12/21/24, 11:40 AM 


From the veal pen to The Groups - by Matthew Yglesias https://www.slowboring.com/p/from-the-veal-pen-to-the-groups 


6 of 11 


Obama's All-Of-The-Above Energy Strategy 


Any presidential administration, obviously, contains many different people whose 
opinions differ. And when people disagree, the status quo tends to win, so for a cou 
of years, they mostly stuck with the moderate approach, bolstered by arguments lik 
“we don’t want to screw our frontline Senate candidates” or even “intra-party 
infighting will generate bad press and make us look bad.” But after the 2014 midter: 
the balance of considerations began to shift. Advocates also came to understand th: 
they threatened to deliberately engineer bad press for the administration, that coul 
help their allies on the inside win arguments. Under this pressure, they got DAPA 
done during the lame duck right after 2014, and blocked Keystone in 2015. 


The groups take over 


I thought the Keystone thing was dumb, but DAPA was noble and correct, albeit 
politically risk. The Supreme Court threw it out, though, along with the Clean Pow 
Plan. This was a reality check on the limits of government by executive order — to 


extent that it works, it works because of friendly federal courts. And to get friendly 
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federal courts, you need to win presidential elections and you need win Senate 
majorities. So I think ultimately, the veal pen was right all along: Politics is a strong 
and slow boring of hard boards, and it requires convincing people to vote for you in 


elections. 


But that’s not what happened. Instead, we got the Sanders insurgency, a wave of 
“woke” academic concepts migrating from Tumblr onto the mainstream internet, 
Trump’s shocking win, a thermostatic swing of public opinion to the left, a surge of 
donations to progressive advocacy groups, “the squad,” Elizabeth Warren’s laser foc 
on personnel, and a new conventional wisdom that 2009-2010 was a huge 


disappointing failure rather than a big success. 


The upshot of all of this is that between 2013 and 2021, the basic logic of the veal pe 


inverted. 


Rather than mainstream progressive advocacy groups working to amplify Joe Biden 
message and create good press for him, they threaten him and other Democrats wit 
bad press unless they hew to progressive orthodoxy. This is done in collaboration w 
progressive staffers and like-minded journalists. When Susan Rice was trying to pu: 
the administration toward a more moderate course on the border, her subordinates 
leaked against her. When Biden belatedly issued executive orders on asylum (for wh 
I praised him), the ACLU denounced him. The Center for American Progress, whic 


used to be the beating heart of the veal pen, didn’t put anything out on this. 


ARTICLE 


CAP Analysis Shows That Expanded Legal Pathways To Enter the U.S. an 7 2024 
Reduce Irregular Migration om K. Wong 


The CHNV parole processes discourage prospective migrants from seeking entry into the United States between official 
ports of entry, thereby reducing irregular migration. 


ARTICLE 


Vice President Kamala Harris and Migration in the Americas: Setting the Aug 5, 2024 

Record Straight Dan Restrepo, Tom Jawetz, Debu Gandhi, +2 More 
Vice President Kamala Harris has supported bipartisan border security solutions and has demonstrated a long-standing 

commitment to working with regional partners to address the root causes of irregular migration. 

ARTICLE 

Recent Anti-Immigrant State Laws Break New Grounds of Illegality Jul 22, 2024 


Tom Jawetz 
Courts must continue to block unconstitutional, overreaching, and dangerous anti-immigrant state laws that intrude into 
federal authority. 
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REPORT 


The 5th Circuit Court of Appeals Is Spearheading a Judicial Power Grab psa 15 — ME 
eevna Sheth, Devon Ombres 

The rogue sth Circuit Court has helped undermine the separation of powers, established precedent, and principled legal 
reasoning to accomplish right-wing policy goals; the Supreme Court continuing to follow suit would strip power away from 
elected representatives and American voters. 
ARTICLE 
2023 Survey of DACA Recipients Highlights Economic Advancement, santa ame — 

= =. = = om K. Wong, Ignacia Rodriguez Kmec 7, Diana Pliego 
Continued Uncertainty Amid Legal Limbo UR a a 


The ninth annual survey of DACA recipients illustrates DACA’s role in empowering individuals and communities while 
strengthening the U.S. economy and highlights the need for a pathway to citizenship. 


The idea of a policy and messaging infrastructure that exists to coordinate people i: 
favor of the White House’s approach has fallen by the wayside. Instead, progressive 
donors built a policy and messaging infrastructure whose main theory of action is t 
attack Democrats so that they find themselves worrying that efforts to become more 


popular (and therefore more electorally successful) may actually backfire. 


Plenty of the blame for the resulting dynamic does lie with the elected officials 
themselves. Pressure from the groups is a partial explanation for Biden’s drift and 
mistakes in key areas, but it’s not an excuse. A stronger leader would have done bet 
But it is also true that he didn’t just fall out of a coconut tree. Donors shifted their 
theory of change from one that emphasized winning elections and passing big bills 


one that emphasized ideological purism and case-by-case maximalism. 


The limits of Groupsthink 


Why does anyone listen to groups that often have no members or real power? 


There are a number of modalities, but according to several current and former Hill 
staffers I’ve talked to, the most important mechanism is a really boring one. Most sı 
are safe, and most safe seat members and most staffers want upwardly mobile caree 
To rise in Democratic Party politics, you need to be seen as “good” on immigration. 
“good” on climate, and “good” on LGBT issues. I’m a writer, so I can say it doesn’t 
make sense for climate groups to favor a liquid natural gas export ban that raises 
emissions while opposing permitting reform deals that lower emissions. But if yov’ 


working in practical politics, the fact is that the environmental groups control the 
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brand of “good” on climate. If they decide you’re bad, then you're bad. 


What kind of sense did it make for Democrats to stop talking about the problems oj 
mixed-status Mexican-American families and focus instead on the procedural right 
new arrivals making asylum claims? None! But the immigration lawyers and their 

allied groups were very invested in die-hard proceduralism, and they controlled the 


brand. 


As a way of doing politics, this creates huge problems. Whereas the idea of the veal 
pen was to generate policy change by making it easier for Democrats to win electio 
the modern-day groups represent a vast pool of money spent to make it harder for 
Democrats to win elections by threatening them with bad press if they say or do 


anything expedient. 


But it’s also just a terrible model of governance, because the constellation of groups 
has huge blind spots. There are criminal justice reform groups, but there’s no “lowe 
crime is better” set of progressive advocacy groups. There’s no “economic growth is 
good” set of progressive advocacy groups. As long as the groups were in the veal pe 
it didn’t matter that they were so scattershot. The actual governing agenda was beit 
cooked up elsewhere, and the main function of the groups was to help sell the agen 
But if the groups are going to run the show, then the groups need to engage in 
responsible governance — political prudence, priority-setting, rigorous policy anah 
and caring what voters actually want — and that is not what they’re set up to do. TI 
are student debt relief groups, but no “don’t screw up the FAFSA” group, so when y 
take your cues from the groups, you end up screwing up the FAFSA. 


It doesn’t need to be this way. 


In the very recent past, Democratic Party elites coordinated to ensure that politicia 
rather than advocacy groups would pick the strategies and call the plays. In the 202 
cycle, Republicans replicated the veal pen structure. Pro life groups spent the 


campaign explaining to their people why they had to turn out for Trump, not whini 
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that he was running to the center on abortion. Trump-friendly businessmen spent € 
year making the case for Trump to other businessmen, not demanding he publicly 
repudiate populism. Over the past five years, a lot of people have convinced 
themselves that this advocacy-group-suicide-pact means of doing business is not o1 


a smart way to practice politics, but the only way. 


Neither is true. Doing otherwise simply requires responsible leadership from electe 


officials, funders, and people who talk about politics to set things straight. 
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@ Liked by Ben Krauss 
Thank you so much for this article Matt, it's good that I'm getting a start on understanding w 
Groups are and why they matter. 


Reading this raised my opinion of Barack Obama even higher than it was already. It's clear th 
was one of the greatest leaders the Democrats have had, very much in the definitional sense 
taking command and getting his supporters to help him out on his goals. Conversely, it's take 
low opinion of Hillary Clinton even lower, and has also taken down Joe Biden lower, for their il 
to take similar command and let The Groups run roughshed. In the case of Biden it does mak 
sense, given that he has always been a party man, trying to position himself in the center of 1 
Democratic Party, wherever that may be. But getting elected when he did was particularly 
damaging in this regard, even if he did do good things under challenging circumstances. 
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It's clear that the Democrats need to find a new leader who is willing to tell The Groups to go 
sand when they advocate for electorally toxic policies. Who that is, thought, | have no clue. 


Finally, | was thinking about why the Republicans don't have their own The Groups problem... 
once Matt addressed where they're at right now, they very well could have such a problem ve 


soon. Time will tell. 
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My insomnia is awarded with my first ever first comment. Great post, and consistent with a Ic 
the other discussion coming out around how the Groups work. The actor I'd love to read mor 
about is the donor class. To your point, these donors often fund both the politicians and the 
advocacy groups, and | find it hard to imagine the former isn't pointing out how the latter is n 
their jobs harder. Where are funders' heads at on this dynamic, both during the run-up and n 
that it appears to have exploded in everyone's face? 
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